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This group contains the great majority of the mammalian
and avian fleas. The life-history of all, so far as is known,
runs more or less on the same lines.
The eggs are laid in the neighbourhood of the host, in its
lair or in its nest. The incubation period may last some days,
say from two to ten. The active larval stage is very variable.
Bacot (1914) gives the following figures : Oeratophyllus fasciatus
(the cat-flea), 15-114 days; Pulex irritans (the human flea),
9-202 days ; Xenopsylla cheopis (the rat-flea), 12-84 days;
Ctenocephalus canis (the dog-flea), 11-142 days. Cold has
considerable effect in protracting the active life, but this author
points out that the individual variations in longevity from
the same batch of eggs is very marked.
When the cocoon is spun there is a resting stage in the larval
condition before pupation, and there may also be an imaginal
resting stage before emergence. Bacot (ibid.), gives the follow-
ing figures for the total duration from spinning the cocoon to
emergence : P. irritans, 7-239 days ; X. cheopis, 7-182 days ;
Ct. canis, 7-354 days. The cocoon is a protection both against
drought and against wet. The same authority gives the
following figures for maximum longevity in the adult: C.
fasciatus, 106 days (fed), 95 days (unfed) ; P. irritans, 513 days
(fed), 125 days (unfed); X. cheopis, 100 days (fed), 38 days
(unfed); Ct. canis, 234 days (fed), 58 days (unfed.) Thus the
total length of life from the egg to the death of the adult may
be several months, even if the adult can get no food.
As a rule fleas prefer one species of host to feed on ; but in
case of necessity, or for some other reason, they may suck the
blood of others. Pulex irritans, besides being the natural
parasite on man, apparently occurs naturally on badgers in
Europe and on skunks in North America as well.
The economic importance of the family lies in the ability
of the rat-flea, Xenopsylla cheopis, to transmit plague from rats
to man and from man to man. For a long time there was
much speculation as to the mechanism of infection. It was
at length found that after the flea had taken in plague bacilli
with the blood, a solid plug of culture of the germs gradually
formed in the proventriculus. When next attempting to suck
blood the flea, of course, was unable to do^so, and its^frantic
efforts to appease its hunger forced a little of the culture